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Discourse and
Transitions in Life

Transitions are an important part of life. We start experiencing them
at a very early age - we begin kindergarten, or join and then leave
a summer camp - and continue to do so as we grow into adults
and old age. Transitions provide texture to our lives. They are also
moments of potentiality and definition. Something comes to an end,
and something new presents itself to us. In some cases, the "new" is
already somewhat defined or will give us only a few chances to pause
and think: we have gotten a new job or our first child is born, for
example. In other cases, the "new" is rather fuzzy at best and quite
often allows us time for reflection. Something that took up much of
our energy and attention is suddenly over. We have purchased our
first home, obtained our divorce, run the marathon, or finished our
college thesis.
In all of these moments, an apparently innocuous but in fact chal
lenging and often frightening question presents itself to us: What's
next? With the force and logic that propelled us forward to this point
now less relevant, we stare at what is in front of us and wonder what,
exactly, should happen now. We sense the infinity before us. Some
of us decide that we cannot afford to think for too long and are eager
to come to some sort of resolution. Others begin to feel depressed.
And still others rejoice and savor the opportunity to craft their future.
Reflecting on the past, we wonder about its possible connections to
whatever our next steps might be. Are we progressing toward some
thing? Are we leaving the past behind once and for all? Are we alone?
We feel time going by, the pulse of life itself. These are some of the
most defining moments in our lives.
This book explores the dominant discourse on life transitions in
America: the "ensemble of ideas" and "concepts," to use the words
of prominent Dutch political scientist Maarten Hajier, which are con
stantly articulated in the media, the statements of leading figures, the
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majority opinions in survey polls, the stances found in the policies
and programs of powerful organizations, movies, leading websites
and blogs, greeting cards, and other elements of what we may call
public culture, and which give "meaning" 1 to those transitions and, in
fact, as social theorist Anthony Giddens sees it, help us make sense of
and organize in practice those transitions. 2 What common language
and themes do we encounter? What interpretations and recommen
dations are consistently being put forth? How are we told to think
about and make use of transitions?
The analysis will reveal that there are two primary approaches to
transitions in the American dominant discourse - what I call New
Beginnings and Continuity with Others. The first approach emphasizes
newness, openness, and personal recreation. Transitions are depicted
as opportunities for self-improvement and self-transformation, as
points of departure and instances where we should capitalize on the
change before us to create something new. Even negative transitions
are cast in this light. This is an optimistic, energizing, almost aggres
sive interpretation of transitions. The second approach emphasizes
the cycle of life, our connection to others, and predictability. The
emphasis here is on the natural order of things, tranquility, even
inevitability. It is a more accepting interpretation. Both approaches
have deep roots in American history and culture. They stand, as well,
in sharp contrast to each other, but are also complementary. The logic
and flavor of one helps us appreciate the logic and flavor of the other.
Both deserve careful unpacking and understanding.
A major impetus for writing this book was how prominently
transitions figure in the lives of many Americans. Americans think
about them a lot and conceptualize many moments in life as transi
tions. Transitions are at the forefront of our collective preoccupations:
they are a constant subject of conversation among friends, family
members, and colleagues. We worry about them, take them very
seriously, and subject them to consideration and analysis. We can
see clear signs of this preoccupation by browsing through the sec
tions and books of American traditional and virtual bookstores. If
we look at the Self-Help or Self-Improvement sections - themselves
typically very large relative to the rest of the holdings - we quickly
notice that a great number of books are related to managing specific
life transitions: the teenage years, young adulthood, getting married,
becoming fit, becoming parents, addiction and recovery, surviving
break-ups of personal relationships, aging, retiring, and so on. Entire
sub-sections of barnesandnoble.com are devoted to these transitions.
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Under "Aging" alone we find over 4,500 books. "Divorce" has over
1,500 titles, and "Addictions & Recovery" has around 2,900 books.
On amazon.com, we find an entire sub-section labeled "Personal
Transformation," with a total of 35,521 books.3
These are impressive numbers, and they become all the more
so when we consider the categorizations and books found in book
stores in other countries. amazon.com has over the years built major
sites dedicated to the Italian, French, and Spanish markets. What
do we find there? On the Italian site, there is no dedicated section
for Self-Help or Self-Improvement. Under the many sections that
do exist, none is devoted to any major transition. T he same applies
to the French site. Only under the Spanish site do we find, under
the section Salud, famiUa y desarroUo personal (Health, family, and
personal development) a sub-section called DesarroUo personal y
autoayuda (Personal development and self-help). No further catego
rization is given, however, and the viewer has to search by typing
keywords for specific transitions. Even then, the number of results is
quite small, with Divorcio (Divorce), for instance, generating only 343
titles (as compared to 17,950 on the American site), and jubilaci6n
(Retirement) yielding only 100 titles (against 15,712 available on the
American site).4
Tellingly, some of these differences in categorization can also
be seen on the amazon.com site dedicated to the United Kingdom
market, even though here one presumably can find most of the books
that are available on the American site. Specifically, there is no section
for Self-Help or Self-Improvement. "Self-Help" appears only as a sub
section of Health, Family & Lifestyle, but under its space we find no
sub-sub-sections for life transitions (we do find, by contrast, books
under "Memory Improvement," "Stress Management," and other
such topics).5 Sub-sub-sections on topics such as divorce or father
hood do exist, but, interestingly, are found in a different sub-section
of Health, Family & Lifestyle that is less directly related to change and
transformation in one's life ("Families & Parents"). All this strongly
suggests that Americans are interested in, and devour a huge number
of, books on how to manage their lives and change. 6
Evidence of our preoccupation with transitions is found, as well,
in the thriving industry of personal coaching. According to a 2007
PricewaterhouseCoopers study, the United States accounts for 50
percent of the US$1.5 billion global coaching industry. Of those
US$750 million, a third is directly generated by "life coaches," many
of whom can be assumed to focus on transitions.7 In the United
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States, a huge number of organizations and companies offer work
shops, seminars, and speakers specifically on managing transitions
in life - from overcoming grief from personal losses to coming back
to civilian life after military service. One can hire specialized personal
coaches to deal with particular transitions: "certified career coaches," 8
"divorce coaches,"9 "family transition coaches," "empty nest transition
coaches," 10 "retirement coaches," and more. And, to match the need
for coaches, a whole other set of companies produces those coaches
with certificate-awarding programs, training kits, seminars, and so
on.11 There is nothing to parallel this sort of activity in European or
Asian countries. As two scholars of the life course put it,
contemporary U.S. society is replete with organizations and bureaucra
cies devoted to telling people how to do biography ... Mass-market books
and magazines provide instructions on the pace and timing of falling in
love, finding a mate, ending a relationship, kicking a habit, downsizing an
addiction, preparing to retire, and getting ready to die.12

Survey data from the General Social Survey 13 makes clear, as well,
how much Americans value certain transitions as important for the
proper unfolding of one's life. The majority of Americans believe
strongly, for instance, that young people should move out of their
parents' homes if they are to function as adults,14 and nearly all
Americans believe that those same people should obtain a full-time
job. 15 A strong majority believes, in tum, in the continuing impor
tance of having children for a life well lived,16 while, according to the
World Values Survey,17 Americans are almost unique in the devel
oped world for their widespread belief that getting married remains
a valuable thing to do. 18 At the same time, many Americans also find
themselves worried about experiencing unpleasant transitions, with
almost half of all Americans, for instance, fearing to one extent or
another losing their job,19 while many find themselves experiencing
major transitions in their lives, such as moving home. 20 All this sug
gests that transitions are squarely on the minds of many Americans.
We worry about them and spend considerable resources going
through them and thinking about how to manage them best.
In light of this, this book examines the dominant discourse in
America on life transitions. In the next section, I situate the book in
the existing scholarly literature, specify its methodology, and offer
a synopsis of the findings. Before proceeding, however, two impor
tant clarifications are in order. First, the dominant discourse on any
given transition at times exhibits major variations that reflect the
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existence of different age, gender, religious, class, and other factors in
American society. There surely exists, for instance, a clear dominant
discourse on having the first child; at the same time, that discourse
takes on at least two variations, depending on whether the perceived
audience is women or men. Whenever possible, I take time to high
light and examine those variations.
Second, nowhere in this book do I assume that the presence of a
dominant discourse defines how every individual feels about tran
sitions in life. Race, class, educational level, religion, gender, and
occupation, among other variables, affect how each person interacts
with transitions and the dominant discourse itself. Individuals know
(consciously and subconsciously) and actively relate to the broader
culture surrounding them, as Giddens and other theorists such as
Karen Cerulo and Ann Swidler have argued, and such "agency" is
indeed a key characteristic of modernity.21 I acknowledge this impor
tant fact at various points in the book, and discuss existing alternative
perspectives when particularly interesting (for instance, when they
are embraced by significant numbers of individuals or have received
considerable attention by the public media; the recent counter
movement re1ecting altogether the widely promoted idea that young
persons should go to college offers an example). At the same time, it
is worth re.membering that the dominant discourse on transitions like the dominant discourse on any subject matter - reaches millions
of Americans every day and, in one way or another, is something that
either shapes and informs their thinking or, at the very least, must be
contended with. The dominant discourse is powerful, and thus needs
to be analyzed and understood.

The Scholarly Context, Methodology, and Findings of this Book
How much do we know about transitions? What has recent research
revealed about the nature of transitions? Sociologists and psycholo
gists have devoted considerable attention to what they call "life
transitions." The sociology of life transitions is an established field
of study, falling within the larger subject area known as "life
course" sociology. Its main approach may be defined as structural.
Recognizing that individuals face multiple major transitions in life,
sociologists shed light on two related dynamics. First, transitions do
not happen in a vacuum but are "embedded in," or belong to, larger
systems or processes: they are products of social structures.22 We
retire, for instance, because social security regulations entitle us to
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